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Case Study: Galina Rymbu, “Moia vagina,” June 2020

On 27 June 2020, the prominent feminist poet Galina Rymbu published the poem
«Mos BaruHa» (“My Vagina”) on her Facebook feed. «Most Barunay is a solidari-
ty poem, written in support of artist and LGBTQ activist Iuliia Tsvetkova, who is
facing a charge of distributing pornography for her abstract paintings of vaginas in a
group on the social media platform VKontakte. Rymbu’s poem created huge reso-
nance: it was shared, translated and republished on various platforms on the web
and in print, examined by researchers, and debated as both a work of literature and
a political statement. The present article charts the story of this remarkable poem,
from its origins to its formal properties, its place within contemporary feminist po-
etry and its close links to feminist activism, and the reactions it has triggered. It also
analyses the follow-up poem Rymbu wrote in reply to her detractors, «Bemukas
pycckas mureparypa» (“Great Russian Literature”), with a focus on Rymbu’s ingen-
ious play on personal pronouns. Finally, it will briefly look at the role of social
media for the literary process in Russia, specifically the field of poetry.
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On 27 June 2020, the prominent feminist poet Galina Rymbu — already dis-
cussed in the present volume by Stephanie Sandler and Dmitrii Kuz’min — pub-
lished a poem called «Mos Barmna» (“My Vagina”) on her Facebook feed.!
Rymbu’s original post was shared over 200 times from Facebook alone and trig-
gered a huge debate, some of it acrimonious. Poets felt prompted to write poems

'See Rymbu (2020a).
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188 Josephine von Zitzewitz

in response and/or support,® several feminist platforms abroad translated the po-
em, a public art project photoshopped it onto residential buildings,® and several
cultural institutions in Russia released statements in defence of Rymbu.* Perhaps
it is a coincidence, but a few days later the Russian platform Takiedela, which
focuses on social issues rather than art, published a special section on feminist
poetry in which the heated debate around «Mos Baruna» (“My Vagina”) assumed a
prominent position.’ Evidently, the word ‘vagina’ is still incendiary, and a vagina
as the protagonist of a poem is anathema to many.® In February 2021 — over half
a year after the poem became a literary sensation — Facebook removed Rymbu’s
original post, far too late to stop the proliferation of the text. However, as one
commenter noted, the post had attracted so many comments that it had acquired
sociological value; and these comments are now lost.”

«Mos BarumHay» (“My Vagina”) is itself a solidarity poem, written in the first
person, in support of artist and LGBTQ activist Iuliia Tsvetkova. Tsvetkova is
facing a charge of producing and distributing pornography on the internet® for her
abstract paintings of vaginas, which appeared in a VKontakte group called
«Monomnoru Barune (“The Vagina Monologues™)’ — probably in homage to Eve
Ensler’s eponymous, now world-famous play on female experience (premiered in
1996) — as well as for a body positivity campaign under the title « Keniunsr — He
Kykie» (“Women are not Dolls™) that featured schematic drawings of naked
women’s bodies.!? Various artists and organisations have been producing material
in solidarity since Tsvetkova was first charged in December 2019.!! On 27 June
2020, a concerted support campaign called “Media Strike” began, which included

2 On Facebook: for example, Irina Kotova, «5I — ycrana» (Kotova 2020). Alla Gorbunova’s
«CTUXOTBOpEHUE, KOTOPOE s ObI HAMKCAJIa O CBOEM WICHE, e Obl OblIa MY>KUYHHO», men-
tioned in various literary digests (see Oborin 2020b), has since been removed. Nadia Delaland
wrote a stylized ode to the vagina, «O, na Barune», on the page of the Moscow Women’s
Museum (Delaland n.d.). Further reactions — by Lida Iusupova, Ekaterina Simonova and Mariia
Vilkoviskova — are cited on the page of the Poéziia feminizma project under the rubric «butsa
3a BaruHy».

3 As done by the Yes Women Group (see Links —[1] and [2])

* Pioner Bookstore, Moscow: see Links — [3]; Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, the prestigious
publisher: see Links — [4]; Andrei Voznesenskii Center: see Links — [5].

> See Bobyléva (n.d.).
® As noted, drily, by Lev Oborin (2020a).
7 For Rymbu’s own commentary see Rymbu (2021).

8 Paragraph “b”, Part 3 of Article 242 of the Criminal Code of the Russian Federation, pun-
ishable by up to six years of prison.

? See Links — [6].

19 See Links —[7].

1 See, for example, an art exhibition in Moscow back in December (Links — [8]). The various
support campaigns are documented on a dedicated website (Links — [9]).
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a female-body-themed photo exhibition by the wonderzine art project'? and the
poetry reading marathon for which Rymbu wrote her poem, curated by the Voz-
nesenskii Center in Moscow.'® Running to over nine hours, this marathon is an
astonishing feat in itself and evidence of the resonance of feminist themes in the
contemporary Russian poetry scene. In its statement of support, the Pioner Book-
store claims that «[lepBbIM MOCTMKOM MEXIy aKTHBH3MOM H COBPEMEHHOM
Mo33Uel B ATOM HUCTOPUM CTajlo [...] ee ke ctuxorBopeHue [[‘annubl PrimMOy]
,,Mos Baruna“.»'* (“The first bridge between activism and contemporary poetry
is [Galina Rymbu’s] poem ‘My Vagina.’”) This is not quite correct — indeed, the
link between feminist activism and poetry is well established in Russia today.
Rymbu is one of the figureheads of a literary current that is rapidly gaining
prominence, and «Mos BaruHa» was born within a context that the author herself
has shaped and by which she has been nourished. The poets at the forefront of fem-
poéziia form an effective if ultimately small network, the members of which pro-
mote one another. Many of them espouse a clear political position.'> The fusion of
(literary) aesthetics with a political agenda is a deliberate strategy here and one of
the objectives of the foundation, in 2017, of the feminist platform F-Pis 'mo, which
is part of the cultural website syg.ma.'® Three of the best-known representatives, all
around 30 years old at the time of writing — Galina Rymbu, Oksana Vasiakina and
Dar’ia Serenko — studied together at the Literary Institute in Moscow. Several
prominent poets are also prolific literary critics and/or curators of literary plat-
forms, and change roles seamlessly: Rymbu co-founded F-Pismo, which she edits
alongside Elena Kostyleva, Lolita Agamalova, Stanislava Mogiléva and Ekaterina
Zakharkiv, while Anna Golubkova is one of the moderators of the platform
Artikuliatsiia. Vasiakina and Serenko also curate art and media projects. !’

12:See Links —[10].

13 For the recording of the marathon see Links — [11].

14 See Links — [3].

5 A few examples: Kostyleva used to be a member of the infamous art collective Voina,
which organized high-profile stunts in the 2000s. In her interview for the project for Poétika
feminizma Lida Iusupova states: «Poccuiickuii mnaTpuapxar — OrpoMHas mpobiema
COBPEMEHHON poccHuiickoil (emmorznu. DEeMUHUCTCKAsT TMOA3HMS — 3TO TMO033Us OOpPHOBI C
naTpuapxaTroM, MOITOMY y Hee He MOXKET OBbITh OOJbIled MpoOJieMbl, YeM HaTpuapxar.»
(“The Russian patriarchy is an enormous problem for contemporary Russian feminist poetry.
Feminist poetry is the poetry of struggle against the patriarchy, which is why it cannot have a
greater problem than the patriarchy.”) (Iusupova n.d.). Dar’ia Serenko talks eloquently about
art and feminist activism (Serenko 2017).

16 This concept, including its theoretical foundation, is discussed by Henrieke Stahl (2015:
442-445). Rymbu details her considerations in Rymbu (2020c).

17 Vasiakina tirelessly promotes feminist literature and poetry. Her contribution on Won-
derzine’s virtual bookshelf lists only books by women authors, and she makes a point of nam-
ing Lida Iusupova — in her late fifties and, in style and subject matter, clearly a role model for
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190 Josephine von Zitzewitz

Fempoéziia as a literary current has been catalyzed by the various literary pro-
jects of veteran publisher and curator Dmitrii Kuz’min: his journal Vozdukh, in
particular, has published Vasiakina (No 4, 2014), Rymbu (multiple times, fea-
tured author in No 1, 2016), Serenko (No 4, 2014), and Lida Tusupova (multiple
times, featured author in No 4, 2014). ARGO RISK, the publishing house he
heads, has published collections by Vasiakina, Rymbu, Tusupova and Serenko;
Elena Kostyleva was published for the very first time in his journal Vavilon in
2001.18 In 2020/2021, Fempoéziia arrived in English with three seminal publica-
tions: Iusupova’s “The Scar we Know” (Preface: Oksana Vasiakina), Rymbu’s
“Life in Space,” and the much-debated anthology “F-Letter: New Russian Fem-
inist Poetry,”!” which has the potential to become the definitive reference collec-
tion for both English-and Russian-speaking readers owing to the fact that it is bi-
lingual. “F-Letter,” named after the F-Pis’'mo platform, features twelve poets and
many of the best-known ‘activist’ poems, such as Egana Dzhabbarova’s «smbl
cectpbl xauarypsan» (“we are all the khachaturian sisters™),?® Kostyleva’s poem
about the torture of homosexuals in Chechnya and Vasiakina’s «9tu moau He
3Haim Moero otiay (“These people didn’t know my father), which acknowledg-
es the formative significance of Lida ITusupova’s 2016 poetry collection “Dead
Dad” for the aesthetic of contemporary feminist poetry. Tusupova and Rymbu,
whose seminal poems «MunyTtku» (“One Minute”) and «Most BaruHa» bookend
the collection, are the only poets in the anthology represented by two poems each.
Rymbu acted as a co-editor for the anthology — a testimony to her growing reputa-
tion and influence as a curator as well as a writer.

Now, in 2021, these feminist poets are able to reach a considerable audience
through their various projects. One indicator of their success is the week-long
Festival feministskogo pis’ma, which took place (online) for the first time in
March 2021 and brought together a large number of authors, activists, translators,
scholars, feminists, and poetry lovers.?! Contemporary feminist poetry is increas-
ingly attracting critical attention, too.?? It is fair to assume that the repercussions

her younger colleagues — as her favorite poet (Vasiakina 2019). Rymbu also drives the discus-
sion about feminist concerns in language and literature (Rymbu 2019).

¥ Kostyleva singles out Kuz’min as her literary mentor and underlines the importance of his
projects for feminist poetry in her interview for the project Poétika feminizma (Kostyleva
n.d.).

19 For discussions of these translations into English see Haynes (2020) and Zilberbourg
(2020). The editors of “F-Letter” introduce the anthology in Ostashevsky / Morse (2020).
Rymbu’s own preface, in the original Russian, is available in Rymbu (2020c). For a review of
“F-Letter” see Ebel (2020).

20 The three Khachaturian sisters were charged with murder in 2018 after killing their father,
who had physically and sexually abused them for years.

2l See Links — [12].

22 For example, Elena Georgievskaia, who singles out Vasiakina’s collection «Betep sipocTu»
(“Wind of Fury”) (Georgievskaia 2020). See also Stephanie Sandler’s essay in this volume.
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of this specific poem were amplified by Rymbu’s standing. Moreover, «Mos
BaruHay», and the scandal it caused, made a significant contribution towards
communicating the link between poetry and activism to people outside of liter-
ary, activist, and critical circles.

“My Vagina™

«Mos BarnHa» employs a form that has become increasingly common in
Rymbu’s poetry. The poem is very long, consisting of clearly separate sections
that each pursue their own specific focus. Moreover, «Mos BaruHa is written in
free verse; the language is simple, the metaphors transparent, and the phrasing
concise; there is little obvious sound play. A highly topical poem, it is both acces-
sible and supremely translatable, factors that have aided its quick proliferation.
The first translation into English appeared the day after its publication; several
others followed quickly.?® More re-publications appeared in August and Sep-
tember, and later in the year, too, and these illustrate that publication on social
media is not an impediment to print publication in the sphere of Russian litera-
ture today. What is more, it can evidently fast-track a poem for being brought
to the attention of publishers.?*

«Mos BaruHay is an uncomplicated poem if we consider only the lexicon, poe-
tic devices, or metaphors. However, this apparent simplicity is offset by the po-
em’s composition. An attentive reading reveals a carefully crafted political poem
that is laced with references to the Tsvetkova affair: both her name and her public
on VKontakte are mentioned, and gender fluidity and homosexual sex feature
prominently. Moreover, «Mosi BaruHa» 1s almost archetypical in its display of
key feminist tenets, yet at the same time strikingly original and personal.

In section five of the poem, the vagina becomes a stand-in for the female
body as a whole when the poet offers the weary observation that, in a society
struggling with its patriarchal heritage, «/10 Moel BaruHbl BceM ecTh jaesno» (“‘my
vagina is everyone’s business”). The list that follows is both universal and spe-
cific, with certain terms (swunuxu for “special forces,” 6amrwowxa for “priest” ra-
ther than the universal ceswennux) that clearly invoke a Russian context:

23 The poem was translated into English by Kevin M.F. Platt, see Platt (2020a); into Latvian
by Anna Auzina, see Auzina (2020); into Polish by Aneta Kaminska, see Kaminska (2020);
into Romanian by Lilia Nenescu, see Nenescu (n.d.). There are also translations into Ukraini-
an and Belarusian.

24 A translation into German by Jan Schaldach was featured as a poem of the day on a plat-
form not specializing in feminist texts, see Schaldach (n.d.). A Danish translation was also
published by Jon Kyst (paywall), see Kyst (n.d.). Both online and print versions were pub-
lished in the original Russian by the Ukrainian journal ShO, see Rymbu (2020d). For the pub-
lication of Kevin Platt’s English translation and his preface, see Platt (2020b). The final ver-
sion of Platt’s translation is also published in Rymbu / Ostashevsky / Morse (ed., 2020).
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rocyJapcTBy, pOJUTENSAM, THHEKOJIOTaM, HE3HAKOMBIM MYKYMHAM,
MPaBOCIaBHBIM OaTIOMIKaM, Y KOTOPBIX MO/ PSCOM MOTOHBI,

a Ha psAce — )KEHCKast KPOBb,

paboToaTensM, SITHUKAM, BOCHHBIM, HAIIMKaM, MUTPAIIHOHHBIM CITY)0aM,
0aHKaM, KOHCEPBAaTUBHBIM KPUTHUKAM «pPa3BpaTHOTO 00pasa »KU3HN»,
MaTPUOTHUYHBIM ACSATENSIM KYJIbTYPhI, F03aI0IIUM TPATUIMOHHBIE LIEHHOCTH
110J1 KOHBSYOK. >

the government, my parents, gynaecologists, men I don’t know,

Orthodox priests with epaulettes under their cassocks

and women’s blood on the cassock itself,

employers, special forces, soldiers, nazis, migration control,

banks, conservative critics of the ‘depraved lifestyle’,

patriotic cultural figures debating traditional values

while sipping cognac.?®
Another feature that betrays the poem’s close ties to contemporary Russian fem-
inism is the manner in which Rymbu merges, even identifies, the private with
the political: «Ho Mue HpaBuTcs MbicauTh € noautudecku» (“but I like think-
ing about it [i.e. my vagina, J.v.Z.] in political terms”), or: «Mosi BaruHa — 3TO
m060Bb, HCTOpHA M noauTUKay (“My vagina is love, history, and politics™).?” The
private, in its most basic definition, emerges as the strongest political force there is.
With little discernible irony, the poet declares that the vagina — representing the in-
dividual woman as well as feminist literature — will achieve the feats many activists
dream of:

S mymaro, a 4TO, MOXKET, U IIPaBJa BaruHa MoryouT 3TO TOCyIapCTBoO,

IIPOrOHUT HE3AaKOHHOI'O MPE3UACHTA,

OTHPAaBUT B OTCTABKY IIPABUTCIILCTBO.

I think that perhaps it’s true that the vagina will destroy this state,

drive out the illegal president,

make the government redundant.
By the end of the poem, and particularly once we have read the companion po-
em «Benukas pycckas auteparypa» (“Great Russian Literature”), discussed be-
low, we are inclined to agree. How does Rymbu achieve this?

The separate sections hone in on the great taboos that still surround the female
body, and certainly not just in Russia. Section one begins with the raw physicality
of childbirth — the definitive womanly act, since men cannot do it, and since re-
production is central to the species — and the damage this causes to the body:

25 See Rymbu (2020e). All further citations refer to this version.
26 All translations in this article are the author’s.

27 See Dmitrii Kuz’min’s essay in this volume for an exposition of how contemporary Russian
poets develop this idea, which has its origin in the 1960s women’s movement and was first
verbalized by the American feminist Carol Hanisch in 1969.
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[ToTom MO0 BaruHy 3alIviiy,
oHa n3MeHmiIa popmy. Crana y3Koi U CTIHYTON
BarMHa-TIOPbMa, BarnHa-paHa.

Later they sewed up my vagina,

it changed form. It became a narrow, tight

vagina-prison, a vagina-wound.
Normally, this kind of detail is carefully omitted from the omnipresent glossy
stories hailing new motherhood. The following section could not be more dif-
ferent: an erotic poem, it tells of the joy of (heterosexual) sexual union using
woman-centric (and hence feminist) images:

Teneps MOs BaruHa — 3TO HOpPKa

JUUISI TBOETO KOPUYHEBOTO 3BEpbKa C OOJIBIION KPAaCHON TOJIOBKOM.
Ky/la OH UHOT'JIa IPOCKAJIb3bIBAET, YTOOBI HAOPATHCS CUJL.

Now my vagina is a burrow

for your little brown beast with its big red head.

it slips in there from time to time to gather strength.
These images are particular to the couple portrayed; this, and their non-
sensational tenderness, places them beyond reach of the norms that define sex in
the public eye — norms that are shaped by pornography and obscene language.

In section four, Rymbu celebrates menstruation as a special time to be enjoyed
and a prime occasion for having sex. In so doing, she challenges a taboo that has
been deployed for centuries to limit women’s access to public life, and which is
still used for that purpose in many parts of the world today.?® What is more,
the first-person heroine has an enlightened male partner who celebrates her
body and its natural functions. His continued presence throughout the poem
indicates that the text is in no way advocating a female-only space but rather
pushing back against a notion of the world as defined by norms that exclude
and/or restrict female-specific experience.

By contrast, an adolescent girl’s discovery of her own body as a sexual entity
is hers alone. Rymbu describes her search for a space not defined by boys’
games and tastes; she, too, had accepted society’s concept of sex as intercourse,
as when she first masturbated:

28 Many religious traditions regard menstruating women as ritually impure, notably Judaism
(the relevant texts are, of course, also part of the Christian heritage, for example, Leviticus
20:18: “If a man lies with a woman during her menstrual period and uncovers her nakedness,
he has made naked her fountain, and she has uncovered the fountain of her blood. Both of
them shall be cut off from among their people.” See also Leviticus 15:19-30) and Islam. In
some Hindu communities in Nepal, menstruating women must stay in a designated hut (the
practice persists, although illegal). More subtle discrimination exists, too: in poor communi-
ties, the unavailability of sanitary products affects teenage girls’ school attendance.
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Korna mue 06110 13, s mbITanack 3aCyHyTh Ty1a TaYHbIH
Orypel: XOTeJa OHSTh, YTO TAKOE CEKC.

Torna g emi€ He 3HaJIa, YTO 3TO HE TOJIBKO

IIEHETPaLus.

When I was 13 I tried to insert a summer

cucumber: I wanted to understand what sex is like.

Back then I didn’t know yet that sex is not just

penetration.
The heroine also explores the excitement of touch with a female school friend, a
scene that can be interpreted in several ways. To include a lesbian scene is most
explicitly a token of solidarity with the LGBTQ activist Tsvetkova and the other
lesbian and bisexual women who are such an important part of the feminist
movement. Moreover, it protects the poem — a text that advocates for an inclusive
approach to female sexuality — against being interpreted as heteronormative. Per-
haps the scene of two girls’ shared bliss and speechlessness also simply acknowl-
edges the fact that sexuality is a spectrum and that people might find themselves
at different points on this spectrum at different stages in their lives.

A particular focus of this poem is terminology: Rymbu uses a precise, unemo-
tive lexicon — vagina, clitoris, penetration, penis, perineum, menstruation, period
— that stands in marked contrast both to the belittling euphemisms we tend to use
for body parts and physiological processes and to obscene language, which so of-
ten centers on genitals and sex. It hence becomes much harder to call her poem
obscene or pornographic. The same conversational manner in which she refers
to sex and body parts and all other phenomena normalizes these terms as parts of
everyday speech. Rymbu 1s indeed highly aware of terminology and the associa-
tions triggered by specific words, and she deftly inverts received discourse and
makes it her own when she observes that, while women allegedly have a “pus-
sy” (note that this is the first time she uses the first-person plural), her organ is
nothing like that; in fact, it is the exact opposite — a pretty, fluffy, but skittish
mouse. She then goes on to literalize the image:

Hamm Baruael n BYJIbBBI HA3bIBalOT KMCKaMH,

HO Y MCHA CKOPEC HEC KUCKA, a JOMalIHAA ACKOPAaTUBHAA MBIIIKA,
MaJIeHbKas, MMyIIICcTast, OECIIOKOHAas.

Ona ympér paHblIe BpeMEHU?

Omna yMpér B kiieTke?

Our vaginas and vulvas are called pussies,

but what I have is not a pussy, but more like a decorative pet mouse

small, fluffy, and skittish.

Will she die before her time?

Will she die in a cage?
The final section consists of a chain of images that explicitly identify the first-
person heroine with her vagina:
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Mos BarvHa — 3TO JH000Bb, UCTOPUS U MOJTUTHKA.
Most monMTHKa — 3TO TeJo, ObIT, apdeKT.

Mot mup — BaruHa. I Hecy mup,

HO JUIsl HEKOTOPBIX 51 — OTIaCHAasl BaruHa,

6oeBas BaruHa. 9TO MO MOHOJIOT.

My vagina is love, history and politics.

My politics is the body, everyday life, affect.

My world is the vagina. I carry the world,

but some think that 'm a dangerous vagina,

a warrior-vagina. This is my monologue.
Hence Rymbu calls her poem, which takes the form of a monologue, a “vagina
monologue.” This move allows her to end on an unobtrusive reference to Tsvet-
kova’s group on VKontakte — the one that earned her the pornography charge.

In Response to her Detractors: “Great Russian Literature”

As predicted in the poem, everybody did, indeed, have something to say about
Rymbu’s titular vagina. The world of Russian poetry remains largely conserva-
tive; this concerns content as well as form. While the popularity of free verse is
growing rapidly, especially among younger poets, formal poetry continues to ex-
ert a strong influence.?’ This distinguishes the Russian poetry scene from its UK
and US counterparts. Confessional poetry that involves frank descriptions of bodi-
ly processes came to Russia comparably late. At least as important is the fact that
Russian society remains socially conservative. A sizeable part of the public lends
at least silent support to laws such as that prescribing the “protection of children
from information advocating for a denial of traditional family values” — that is,
the law that can be used against anybody seen to be representing homosexuality
as normal. Consequently, Rymbu’s poem is much more daring in its native con-
text than it might sound in English. Many followers and fellow poets expressed
their support, praising the poem’s literary quality and/or Rymbu’s courage. At the
same time, «Mos BaruHa» also triggered a disturbing amount of misogynist hate
speech, some of which was expressed on Rymbu’s own Facebook page (she has
since disabled the ‘comment’ function for non-friends). However, most of the

2 For an overview and conceptualization of contemporary free verse, see Orlitskii (2021:
176-209). Orlitskii is a curator as well as a researcher: the long-standing annual Festival ver-
libra (Festival of Free Verse), which he now curates together with his daughter Anna, has
evolved into a four-day marathon. In 2019, the poems that were read at the festivals between
1990 and 2018, were published as a two-volume anthology, accessible on the Russian Free
Verse project’s new website, https://rusfreeverse.com/books#anthology. Yet the continued
existence of an event specific to this form indicates that, for the time being, free verse remains
the exception rather than the rule in Russian poetry.
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derogatory, threatening, or just plain vulgar comments were posted on the pages
of others who had shared and/or discussed her text.

Of course, there is no justification for abuse in any form. At the same time, it is
almost comical to see how predictably a certain segment of the internet reiterates
the same tired clichés. The toxicity of many comments is, unfortunately, charac-
teristic of contemporary socio-political debate in many countries and of the online
experience of outspoken women in general; however, it is not the topic of analy-
sis here. I will focus exclusively on two incidents with a discernible literary
component. It is worth noting that Rymbu’s detractors in these cases are not act-
ing as literary critics who ask questions and engage in dialogue. Rather, they
present themselves as guardians of literary morality who effectively tell a (fel-
low) poet what (not) to write about. And, perhaps not surprisingly, the target is a
(young) woman who writes, unashamedly, about (her own) sex.

Emblematic of this specious moralism is a Facebook post from 3 July by the
Kazakh-Russian poet Bakhyt Kenzheev. Using perfectly polite language (unlike
many others who became involved in the discussion on Kenzheev’s page) he
begins his dismissal of «Mos BarmHa» by sharing a jovial anecdote about the
“organ of love” being the heart. He subsequently chides Rymbu, whom he rec-
ognizes as a “good poet,” for writing a poem about what he considers to be med-
ical detail:

Ecte Takoil ApeBHUM AaHEKAOT IpPO DK3aMEHbl B MEAULUHCKOM HWHCTUTYTE.
[Tpodeccop: «Pacckaxute, moxkanmyiicta, 00 aHaToMUu oprana to0Bu.» CTyIeHT:
«Myxckoro wunu sxkeHckoro?» IIpodeccop: «Bce pauo!» Crynent naer
oOcTosTenbHBIA U Oe3ynpeunslii oTBeT. Y momydaer yerBepky. «Ho mouemy He
narepka?» «Bvl 3HaeTe, MOJIOZOW YETOBEK, B MOM BpEMEHa OpPraHoM JIIOOBH
Ha3bIBAJIOCh CEpJIe...» ITO 4 K TOMy, 4TOo mpekpacHwlii Jmutpuii Ilnaxos
CeroJHs BBIBECWJI y ce0sl JJIMHHOE CTUXOTBOPEHHE XOpOIIero mosta I'amuHbl
PeimM0Oy. OHo mpo Baruny. M cTOMII0 MHE YBUIETH 3TO CIIOBO, KaK Cpa3y MOTSIHYJIO
XJIOpKOH W (QopMaamHOM, KakK M3 MEpPTBEIKOH, a YK Korga Jomen A0
«IEHeTpaliuy», TaK U MOJATAIIHUBATh Hadano. OX, HE CTOUT MOBEPATH anreOpoit
FapMOHHIO, MHE KaxeTcsi. M CTUXOB NpO MODKEITYJOYHYIO IKEle3y WIN
JIBEHAIIATHIIEPCTHYIO KUIIKY TOKe, HABEPHOE, MUCaTh He CTOUT. = 20

There is this very old joke about exams at the medical institute. The professor
says: “Please tell us about the anatomy of the organ of love.” The student replies:
“The male organ or the female?”” Professor: “Whichever you like!” The student
provides a detailed, flawless description. And gets a B. “But why not an A?” —
“Young man, you know, in my time the organ of love was known as the heart...”
I’m telling you this, because today the wonderful Dmitrii Plakhov reposted on his
page a long poem by Galina Rymbu, who is a good poet. The poem is about the
vagina. And as soon as I spotted that word, I caught a whiff of chlorine and for-
malin, like in the morgue, and by the time I got to “penetration,” I started feeling
faintly sick. Oh my, I feel one shouldn’t measure harmony by algebra. And it’s
probably not advisable to write poems on the pancreas or the appendix either. ©

30 See Kenzheev (n.d.).
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If we take him at his word, Kenzheev’s revulsion at the medical whiff that, in
his imagination, emanates from Rymbu’s lexicon demonstrates an astonishing
degree of ignorance on the part of the older poet, who has been living in North
America since the early 1980s: after all, unlike the vagina, the pancreas and ap-
pendix are not part of the political discourse within which Rymbu’s poem is sit-
uated. Certainly, the Russian state does not persecute anybody for drawings of a
pancreas on social media, but is much less tolerant of vaginas, as the Tsvetkova
affair shows — and, in her poem, Rymbu makes a point of stressing that her own
freedom of expression is conditional upon her living outside Russia (she now re-
sides in L’viv, Ukraine).

Kenzheev invokes classical poetry and its musicality by alluding to a line from
the opening scene of Pushkin’s 1830 verse play, “Mozart and Salier1,” in which
the latter deplores «IloBepui / S anre6poit rapmonuto» (“I measured / Harmony
by arithmetic”). In doing so, he implies that there are artistic standards that should
not be tested. Yet literature — indeed any art — develops by pushing boundaries,
formal and semantic. Those who follow Kenzheev in decrying Rymbu’s disregard
for allegedly immovable literary standards are effectively their unease about
boundaries being challenged (and, what’s more, by a young woman) behind a
much more superficial indignation at the poet’s topic, lexicon, and formal tropes.
Seen in this light, the outrage of Rymbu’s detractors seems directed at the very
existence of a literary universe that is emphatically different from the one that they
themselves favor but that is, by now, impossible to overlook.

Yet Kenzheev’s indignation at the appearance of (female) genitalia in the role
of literary protagonist is positively benevolent and straightforward compared to
the reaction of others, both male and female, who felt compelled to respond pub-
licly to Rymbu’s poem. One example is the literary columnist Viktoriia
Shokhina who, on 5 July, published a blog called «I'panuter mos3um» (“The
Limits of Poetry”), consisting of the parody poem «Baruns! ['anunsi» (“Galina’s
Vaginas™) (in Russian, the title rhymes) and a condemnation of Rymbu’s ap-
proach (rather than her subject matter).?! Shokhina’s piece represents a cross-
section of the politically tinged invective often levelled at feminist poets in con-
temporary Russia: their gender activism is ridiculed («meHs Bcerma cMmyiaino B
(EMUHUCTCKOM JUCKypCE SPOCTHOE CTPEMJICHHE YTBEPAUTh CBOW TEHIED;
HaBEpHOE, MpaBWJIbHEE B 3TOM CIIydae CKa3aThb — CBOIO TeHJepKy» (“what has
always disconcerted me in feminist discourse is the frenzied need to establish
one’s gender; probably in this case I should say one’s genderka "*?). Meanwhile,

31 See Shokhina (2020).

32 Ibid. Genderka — Russian is a gendered language, and Shokhina’s mock-feminine version
of the grammatically masculine abstract term ‘gender’ is a reference to the practice of Rymbu
and many others, who insist on the use of feminine endings for nouns denoting professions.
Where these don’t exist, they create them: for example, kypamopra (female curator) or
asmopka (female author). At the same time, in other contexts the suffix -ka can have a dimin-
utive, belittling and/or affectionate function (cyma [bag] and cymxa [ladies’ handbag]; dous
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the trademark form of free verse resembling the spoken-word cadences that is
used by Rymbu, Yusupova, Vasyakina, and others and is also popular in Anglo-
phone activist verse is derided as ‘foreign’:

Ho ACJI0O HEC B TEMC — JJI IMO33WH HET 3alIPETHBIX TEM. I[eno B TOM, KakK 3Ta T€Ma

pemaercs. [...] IToa3un kak TakoBoi HeT. EcTh He4TO, MoApakarolee pycCKUM
TIepeBOIaM C aMEPUKAHCKOT0.>>

The topic is not the issue — there are no forbidden topics in poetry. The issue is the

presentation. [...] There is no poetry to speak of here. This is something that re-

sembles Russian translations from the American.
Arguably the most unsavory aspect of Shokhina’s piece is how she yokes gender
politics to nationalist concerns, decrying the close alliance of feminist and
LGBTQ causes as an example of Western cultural intrusion. Hers is a prime ex-
ample of the discourse of conservative nationalist forces, which identify sexual
identity with political ideology and construe non-heterosexual and non-
cisgender identities as alien imports from the West:

Omna ObL1a AeBOYKOM

B PO30BOM IJIAThE |... ]

BCA KaK pagyra

Ha ¢are Haj moconsctBoM CIIA B Mockse

She was a little girl

in a pink dress [...]

just like the rainbow

on the flag above the US Embassy in Moscow ™’

In the same vein, the émigrée Rymbu, who chose to live in Ukraine — a country
embroiled in a protracted war with Russia — is lambasted by Shokhina as lack-
ing in patriotism. Patriotism, according to Shokhina, involves consent to Rus-
sian government policy in the areas of foreign policy, treatment of political op-
ponents, and family/gender politics:

AC€BOYKaA BBIPOCaA, OIIpeaACINIIaCh

u nepeexaina Bo JIbBOB,

TaMm cBo6oaa u KpbimMHeHar.
-+

Otmenute pedepennym mo Koncrurymun!
OcBo0OoaHTE MOIUT3AKITIOUEHHBIX !

[daughter] and 0ouxa — affectionate term that can also refer to a young child). The term gen-
derka carries all these associations; Shokhina thus presents gender as a profession/aim in it-
self as well as a minor thing that does not need to be taken entirely seriously.

33 Shokhina (2020).

34 Ibid.

35 This is a reference to the scandal that broke on 25 June 2020 when the US Embassy raised
the rainbow flag to honor the flag’s 42nd anniversary. In 2020, the date coincided with the
beginning of the Constitutional referendum in Russia. For information, including links to var-
ious Russian sources providing commentary on the incident, see Links — [13].
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3arnpeTuTe MaTPUOTaM MATPUOTUTH
TpaJUIHOHHBIE IieHHOCTH ! >

The girl grew up, made up her mind
and moved to L’vov?®’
there’s freedom there and Krymnenash.>®

e

Cancel the Constitutional Referendum!>’

Free the political prisoners!

Forbid the patriots from patriotizing

traditional values!*’
While Facebook’s newsfeed mechanism and limited search function naturally
bury older posts under the sediment of newer material, which makes it difficult
to uncover them once time has passed, blog posts remain visible to search en-
gines. Today, Kenzheev’s post will only be read by those who know about it and
scroll through his profile. Meanwhile, an internet search for responses to
Rymbu’s poem returns Shokhina’s blog near the top of the results list.

On 3 July, Rymbu responded to the torrent of negativity she had encountered al-
ready by posting a new poem called «Benukasi pycckas nureparypa» (“Great
Russian Literature”).*! Those who have read the comments below «Mos Baruna»
and followed the discussion on the pages of Kenzheev and Rymbu will see that
she has re-purposed some of the negative comments to lend a mordant note to her
answer poem.

36 Shokhina (2020).
37 1’vov — the Russian name of L’viv in Western Ukraine.

38 Krymnenash — literally “Crimea’s not ours,” a reference to Krymnash, “Crimea’s ours,” the
ubiquitous slogan used by Russians who approved of the annexation of Crimea by Russia in
2014.

39 In summer 2020 the Russian government held a popular referendum on extensive amend-
ments to the Constitution, which included greater concentration of power in the hands of the
president, permission for the current president to serve beyond the usual two terms by means
of “annulling” terms already served, and the definition of marriage as a union between a man
and a woman. The referendum carried.

40 “Traditional values” — a version of the widely used euphemisms that set off heterosexual mo-
nogamous relationships against all others, derived from the infamous “anti-gay” law of 2013:
«Buap! naopmanum, pUUMHSIOMIEH Bpell 310pOBbIO U (W) pa3BUTHUIO AeTel: (MH(pOpMaIus)
OTPULIAIOIAsl CEMEHHbIE LIEHHOCTH, MpONaraHIupyromlas HETPAJAULUOHHBIE CEKCyalbHbIE
otHomieHus [...]» (“Forms of information that cause harm to the health and/or development of
children are: [information] that negates family values, propagates non-traditional sexual rela-
tions [...]”; Federal Law of the Russian Federation No 436-FZ, Article 5.4)

4l 'See Rymbu (2020b).
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Unlike «Most Baruna», which is almost entirely written in the first-person sin-
gular, large parts of «Benukas pycckas nutepaTtypa» use the first-person plural.
In these sections, the poet purports to speak for all women; or, at least, for all
women who write. Her tone is belligerent. The poem starts with a series of rhe-
torical questions directed at her attackers:

KTo0 B «pycckoli nurepaType» 3CTETU3HPOBaAJl HACUIIME HaJ )KEHIIIMHOMN ?
Kto nmeer IIpaBoO U roJioc, 4TOOBI HU3ICBATHCA B CBOUX TCKCTAX U KOMMCHTAPUAX
Haa HallMMH CJIOBaMH, HAIlUM TCJIOM, HAIIKMMHU MBICIIAAMU U TEeKCTaMu?

KTo MOET HalucaTh Mpo Hally MOJ3HIO, MOY3HIO KEHIIHH:
«3Ta JIeBouKa 60JbHA, Pa3 TaKoe MUIIeT»

Who aestheticized violence against women in “Russian literature”?

Who has the right and the voice to mock our words, our body, our thoughts and our

texts in their texts and comments?

Who can write about our poetry, women’s poetry:

“this girl must be sick to write this stuff”
While her list includes the body as the aspect by which women are often defined,
her focus is very much on the chauvinistic criticism of women’s words — and, we
can assume, specifically of women’s poetry. The shift from ‘I’ to ‘we’ offers an in-
teresting angle for analysis. The individual under attack from a crowd (re-
)conceptualizes herself as the representative of an invisible collective. The ‘we’ of
Rymbu’s heroine seems inclusive — she is writing from within, and on behalf of,
the collective of women writers. At the same time, one purpose of this ‘we’ is
clearly to delineate identity and draw battle lines. ‘We’ stands for female writers
who suffer censure at the hands of the male establishment and who are aware of,
and struggling against, patriarchal power structures. Rymbu’s ‘we’ is effectively
the ‘we’ of feminist poets, and it has a clearly delineated opponent: the literary
establishment, dominated by men with patriarchal values, which is presented in
this poem as a hostile, closed group with the temerity to impose norms upon
women and the texts that they write.*

Rather than make the shift from individual to collective an explicit one (as, for
example, Anna Akhmatova does in her “Requiem”), Rymbu seamlessly moves
from singular to plural and back again. Just like «Mosi BarmHa», «Benukas
pycckas ymreparypa» contains elements that seem plausibly autobiographical,
and these elements are told by a female first-person narrator. This narrator seems
to introduce some distance from the ideological standpoint of the ‘we’ narrator.
However, her voice lacks the tenderness that marks lexicon and inflection of «Most

42 Rymbu (2020f). All further citations refer to this version.

43 Natalia Azarova has conducted a large-scale survey study on the use of ‘we’ in contempo-
rary Russian poetry based, among other things, on the concept of inclusive and exclusive ‘we’
put forward by Karl Biihler in his “Theory of Language” (1934). See Azarova (2019). For a
theoretical treatment, see Stahl (2019).
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BarnHay». The encounters between this first-person heroine with those who oppose
her poetics in the name of received literary standards — all the things that “classical
literature’ stands for — have been marked by violence, whether physical or ver-
bal/virtual. We witness how she, still a teenager, is slapped by a male poet fol-
lowing a disagreement over poetic forms, while the others at the literary gather-
ing continue to socialize as if nothing happened. She continues to address a sin-
gle opponent in the second-person plural when she calls out a person who used
the internet as an easy way to harass her with personal messages, including unso-
licited “‘dick pics,” and adds that this has happened multiple times. Indeed, #Me-
Too (in Russian, #5He6orockckaszares) has proven this experience to be so com-
mon, especially for women in the public eye, that the singular comes to denote a
generic action.

In step with the subject matter, the lexicon of «Bemukas pycckas
autepatypay is radically different from that of «Mos Baruna». While the latter
only features two instances of profanity, vulgar language abounds in «Benukas
pycckas nutepaTtypay, although all obscenities refer back to the aggressors —
men who habitually use this language themselves, posing as macho, while re-
maining speechless when it comes to fields of sexual pleasure that require trust
and self-abandonment:

B TBOEU CaMOM 3alIpETHOM
MeTadope — nmpocTare,
KOTOPYIO HCJIb3s CTUMYJIMPOBATD,

PO KOTOPYIO HEJb3s TOBOPUTb,
KOTOPYI0, HABEPHOE, AaK€ HEJb3s TaK Ha3bIBATh:

(cumkoM (hU3NOIOTHYHO, JaKE MTOMAaXUBACT
MUIUTTMHCKUM ®EMEHU3bMOM,
OT KOTOPOTO IIPOCTO TOITHUT)

in your most forbidden
metaphor — the prostate,

which one mustn’t stimulate,
which one mustn’t talk about,
which one probably mustn’t even call that:

(too physiological, it even carries a whiff of

MIDICAL FEMENIZM,

which makes you simply feel sick)
“MIDICAL FEMENIZM,” deliberately misspelled, is an intertextual reference
to Kenzheev’s claim that Rymbu’s poem «Mos Baruna» carries the odor of the
morgue. Rymbu thus clearly identifies the discourse of Kenzheev and those ar-
guing like him as representative of the order her poem is attacking.

«Benukas pycckas qureparypa» is an indictment of a literature that is part of a
system perpetuating the violent repression of women and their voices. According
to Rymbu’s heroine, this system works because it is implicit. In other words, it is
not acknowledged as an order created for the benefit of a particular group, not
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least because to acknowledge it as such would expose the patriarchal order as po-
tentially replaceable by another (any other) system:

Kto U3 BAC moxer 4ecTHO HamucaTh 00 3ToM?
OOBACHUTH, KaK pabOTaeT 3Ta CUCTEMa U YTO OHA JJIS Bac
3Hauut? KTO?

Hanwumn!

Bbynb cmensim,
MMOKaXK! HaM

CBOE
IMTPUPO/JHOE
ITPABO!

Who OF YOU can honestly write about this?
Explain how this system functions and what it means
for you? WHO?

Come on, write!

Courage!

show us

YOUR

NATURAL
RIGHT!

In this poem, the term “classical Russian literature” applies not just to well-known
texts in which «bapun Hacumyer cimyxkanky» (“the landowner rapes the servant
girl”) with impunity. Rather, it designates the established contemporary literary
scene that subjects creative, non-conformist women to verbal or even physical vio-
lence if they refuse to tone down their voices.

But «Benukas pycckas auteparypa» ends on a note of defiant hope, or chal-
lenge: Rymbu’s first-person narrator affirms that the literature defined by a cer-
tain group of men is not ‘our literature.” This is the place at which she opens out
her ‘we’ to include not just female poets, not just women, but (perhaps predicta-
bly) LGBTQ people and others who challenge gender norms; and also, crucially,
men who are not defined and hobbled by patriarchal norms:

XoTh ObI BaM TaKyI0 OACKIY, KOTOpas Jenaia Obl BaC HEBUANMBIMH,
IUTSL HaC, /IS SKEHIIWH, JIEBYIICK, ToYepeH,

U I MY>KYUH, OTKa3bIBAIOIIUX BIIHCHIBATLCS B MATPUILY
TereMOHHON MaCKyJIMHHOCTH,

KPUTHKYIOIIHX TTaTpHapxar,

HE UTPAIONINX IO €ro MPaBHiIaM,

JUTSL KBUPHBIX JIFOACH, UAYIINX 32 PYKY IO YIIHIIE,

11t HEOMHAPHBIX MTEPCOH C IIBETHBIMH BOJIOCAMH,
UIYIIUX TI0 YIIHIIE C YIBIOKON — BaM HABCTpEUy,

JUTSI TOMOCEKCYaJlOB, IECOUSIHOK,

OHCeKCyaoK M OMCEKCyalloB,

WHTEPCEKCYaITbHBIX, aT€HIEPHBIX

Y TpaHC*TIepCOH,
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May you have clothes that make you invisible

to us, to women, girls, daughters,

and to men who refuse to be written into the matrix
of hegemonic masculinity,

who criticize the patriarchy,

who don’t play by its rules,

to queer persons holding hands in the street,

to non-binary persons with colorful hair,

who walk down the street with a smile on their face and in your direction,
to gay men and lesbian women,

to bisexual women and men

to intersexual, non-gendered

and trans*persons,

Only one group is left out of this expanded collective, this reassuring space of
‘we’: namely, those men who now impose their standards on Russian literature,
gesturing towards a patriarchal tradition:

Benp 5T0 Ba)KHO — 3aIIOMHHATE

MBICJIM U3BCCTHBIX KYJIbTYPHBIX I[CHTeHeﬁ " I1IO2TOB
BEJINKOM CTPaHbl, BETUKON UMIIEPUH.

It’s important after all to remember

the thoughts of the well-known cultural figures and poets

of the great country, the great empire.
Those are the same men that Rymbu’s heroine has been denouncing for intimi-
dation and gender-based violence throughout the poem. And in a transparent
reference to a well-known establishment writer who continues to champion the
war in Ukraine, she draws a direct line between violence against women and
Russia’s military aggression:

Bcnomunaenip, Xazap Ob6nenun?

[..]

a IoToMmy,
YTO TEIIUJ CBOU XYEK

Ha TEPPUTOPHUH OOEBBIX IEHCTBHI

B UY’KOH CTpaHe

YY>KUMH CMEPTAMH,

YY>KUMH CMEPTAMH,

Ipodrii cebe CMEPThIO M TEMHOTOH,

BO3BEJIMYMBAJ CBOM (Payioc KOJIMYECTBOM IUHKOBBIX T'PO0OOB,
K KOTOPBIM MPUYACTHBI TBOU JPY3bsl, HACUILHUKU KEHIIUH,
MOJIB3YIOIIMECS BOCHHON CUTYalUE,

a TIOTOM Harucan 00 3ToM

repoiickyto, ga? Kaury.

Remember that, Khazar Oblepin?
[...]

1ZfK 6 (2022). 187-210. DOI: 10.25353/ubtr-izfk-03f1-7a8e  [Heo) K-



204 Josephine von Zitzewitz

but because

you entertained your tiny cock

during active combat

in a foreign country

with other people’s deaths

you wanked on death and darkness

you exalted your phallus by the number of zinc coffins
in which your friends are complicit, rapists of women
who take advantage of the war situation,

and later you wrote about it

a heroic book, right?

This implicit connection between gender-based violence and an authoritarian,
imperial, repressive state is a key element of Rymbu’s theory of political femi-
nism and will be discussed, briefly, in the conclusion.

By the end of «Benukas pycckas nutepatypay, the heroine’s ‘we’ has mor-
phed into an exclusive ‘we’ that establishes a clear sense of (upside-down) hier-
archy: a just, poetic hierarchy, which deposes those who define literature today
from their seats of power. The future of Russian literature is not the “greatness”
that, in Russian, carries notions of national exceptionalism, but openness:

Hama pa3nas. Pycckos3prunas, OuiamHTBaIbHAS,
IIOJIUJIMHT'BAJIbHAasA,

aHapxu4Has, HepaTOLEHTPUYHAS,

He natpuotnuHasi. OHA ITPOTHB

TYXJIOI'O ITATPUOTU3MA U PEKUMHOTO IOCyJapCTBa
B npuHIume. Beerna Obina.

U He Benmukasl,

a OTKPBITAA.

Ho

3TO
IuTeparypa
Oymy1ero

Our literature is different. In Russian, bilingual,

polylingual,

anarchist, non-phallocentric,

not patriotic. IT IS AGAINST rotten patriotism and the security state
on principle. Always has been.

And it’s not great,

but OPEN.

But

this is

the literature

of the future
The effect of this ingenious juggling of pronouns — from plural to singular and back
— 1s that those excluded from the future of Russian literature are precisely the men
to whom the poet’s heroine addressed her rhetorical questions at the start. When the
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narrator associates the literature of the future with her vagina, the phrasing invokes
both Rymbu’s original poem, which started the controversy, and the inclusive fem-
inism she promotes. It is a literature in which women have a full voice:

9TO

JINTEPATYPA

BYJIVILIETO

MO BATMHA

JINTEPATYPA BCHA

MO

BATMHA

N TEBE TYT HE MECTO.

*

Tebe u3aa.

THIS IS

THE LITERATURE

OF THE FUTURE

MY VAGINA

ALL OF LITERATURE IS

MY

VAGINA

AND THERE IS NO SPACE HERE FOR YOU.

*

The cunt will get you.

The concluding lines hinge on the contrast between the neutral term saeuna — and
everything it represents in Rymbu’s poetic universe, from women to feminist lit-
erature — and its vulgar synonym nu30a, a word that provides the root for many
Russian swearwords. In the form of the derivative nuzoey, nuzoa is indicative of
an unpleasant or desperate situation or outcome: «tede muzei» can be translated
as “you’re done for.” But here, Rymbu’s heroine uses the dative construction
«tebe...» with the original term. The second-person singular indicates the famili-
arity employed when we curse, but it also gives the impression that the poem is
addressing an individual detractor, or rather, that the heroine’s detractors had by
now all morphed into one person. Her use of nuzoa is effective on several levels:
as a contrast to the positively described saeuna, as an echo of a widespread vulgar
expression, and as a clear signpost. Throughout the poem, vulgar language has
been used to connote unreformed, patriarchal men, the men who revolt against the
term sacuna in a poem — ultimately, the men who promote the “great Russian lit-
erature” that Rymbu’s heroine denounces as outdated and representative of an
oppressive ideology. But there is more to these final lines: “the literature of the
future” 1s a transparent allusion to Rymbu’s most recent poetry collection, pub-
lished in 2020, entitled «Ts1 — Oyaymee» (“You are the Future”).
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Conclusion

Like the Tsvetkova affair, «Mos BaruHa» and its impact originated in, and were
carried along by, social media. Social media offers tremendous opportunities to
poets. Liberated from the need to find favor with the editors of a very limited
number of print journals (as is the situation in Russia) — or even the editors of
online poetry platforms — and set free from long publication cycles, poetry posted
on social media can react to current events in real time and generate aesthetic as
well as political debate. Poets can also curate and engage with their audience,
potentially reaching far more people than any other form of publication. Social
media can make poetry ‘go viral,” and political poetry is particularly prone to
snowballing in this way. This phenomenon has been studied, particularly with
regard to the multimedia/video poetry deployed by activists in response to the
war in Ukraine.** While «Mos Baruna» did not reach numbers that would justify
calling it a “viral’ poem, it proliferated far more than could be expected of a po-
em published in a journal. Moreover, its proliferation shows that the mecha-
nisms that make video poetry into a tool for political discourse also work in the
case of text-only posts; for example, «Mos Barunax triggered not just heated de-
bate but also a number of answer poems, some of which parody the tone of the
original.*> Social media is central to contemporary activism for precisely the same
reasons: immediacy and the potential to reach an exponentially larger number of
people through the snowball effect of reposting content. Social media is thus a nat-
ural meeting place for art and activism. This is precisely why Iuliia Tsvetkova used
it for her work, and why actions in her support had such resonance. In this sense,
social media has endowed art with the power to be political, to raise awareness, to
rally, and to polarize.

Much of the support for Iuliia Tsvetkova came under the hashtag “My body is
not a crime” («Moe Teno He mpecTtymieHne»). Rymbu states that she hopes to
«/lenatp peBosroruio BaruHoi. / Jlenats cB000 1y coboit.» (“Make revolution with
my vagina. / Make freedom with myself.”").*¢ Contemporary feminist poetry cannot
be divorced from its political mission, which goes far beyond a preoccupation with
women’s rights. Rymbu herself describes the political dimension as follows:

B HOBOIi poccuiickoii (pPeMUHUCTCKOM TTO0I3UN HEPEIKO MPOOIEMATH3UPYETCs CBS3h
HaCujIuA TOCYHApCTBCHHOI'O W HaCWIHAg TICHACPHOIO, JOMAIIHETO HACHUIINA,

Hacunusa Ha noyBe HeHaBUCTH K JII'BT+. HpiHEmHMI pocCUUCKUIT peKUM C €ro
HHCTUTYTaMH T'OCYAapCTBCHHOTIO, HOJIHLIGﬁCKOFO U BOCHU3UPOBAHHOT'O HACUJINA

“E.g. by Stahl (2015).

45 Andrei Rogatchevski has analyzed activist video lyrics in the Ukraine war with special at-
tention to the genre of the answer song; significantly, he conceptualized all these videos as
music rather than poetry, including Anastasia Dmitruk’s «Huxorma mbr He Oyaem OpaTbiMuy»
(“We will never be brothers”). See Rogatchevski (2019).

46 Rymbu (2020d).
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HE MOXET CYIIeCTBOBAaTh 0€3 TMOMJCP)KKM WHCTUTYTa HACHIMs B CEMbe U
TEH/IEPHOTO MOAABJICHUS. DTOT PEKUM TMIEPMACKYJIUHEH, HO B TO K€ BPEMsI BCE
BpeMs 00ECIIOKOEH CBOEH MaCKyIMHHOM HIEHTHYHOCTHIO U GOUTCS ee MoTepsTh.*’

New Russian feminist poetry often focuses on the problematic link between state

violence and gender-based violence, domestic violence and violence based on ha-

tred towards LGBT+. The contemporary Russian regime, with its institutions of

state violence, police violence, and militarized violence, cannot exist without the

support of the institution of violence in the family and gendered repression. This

regime is hypermasculine but at the same time is always concerned with its mas-

culine identity and afraid of losing it.
Read in this way, feminist poets have managed to use their art in order to position
themselves as outspoken opponents of the current regime. In the Russia that has
managed to effectively silence so much political opposition and protest since
2012 (the year of both the Bolotnaia Square case and the Pussy Riot case, as well
as the legislation against “gay propaganda,” which was signed into law in 2013),
feminism has shown itself to be highly resilient and inventive. This is conceivably
a result of women’s issues («keHckuil Borpoc») having become so politicized in
the wake of the aggressively retrograde gender and family politics pursued by the
Russian state. Examples include not only the law against gay propaganda but also
the de-criminalization of domestic violence and the practice of using anti-
pornography and anti-paedophilia laws to discredit political opponents (cf. the
case of Iuliia Tsvetkova but also the Kafkaesque case of the historian Turii
Dmitriev, which has been ongoing since 2016). While the policies pursued in
Russia might seem extreme, citizens of other countries should not be complacent:
the same tendencies are evident in many places. Examples include the homopho-
bic rhetoric at a government level in some Eastern European countries (Poland,
Hungary) and the resurgence of an aggressive anti-abortion debate in the US and,
less forcefully, in the UK. In the face of challenges such as the coronavirus pan-
demic, climate change, economic crisis, war, and mounting international tensions,
some ruling elites remain embroiled in sexual politics. Perhaps this is why femi-
nist activism has turned out to be so vocal and robust in Russia, and why, in the
words of Rymbu’s poem, the vagina — as a synecdoche for ‘feminism’ — is an
effective political instrument.

The case of «Mos Barunay» throws into sharp relief a number of questions that
include genre (does work that thrives on the internet have to fulfil certain formal
criteria, and are these different from those required by ‘traditional’ channels?);
textual authority (it is easy for the author, and others, to modify or even remove a
text circulating online); canonicity (do viral spread and frantic discussion in the
comments section of a Facebook thread count as a measure of success?); and, last
but not least, the unique vulnerability of an artist who may have to deal with a
large number of abusive and personal comments and messages in real time.

47 Rymbu (2020c¢).
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[1] Yes Women Group 1:
https://www.facebook.com/nikadubrovsky/posts/10158345862588959

[2] Yes Women Group 2:
https://www.facebook.com/GalinaRymbu/posts/1635259976639994

[3] Pioner:
https://www.facebook.com/pionerbookstore/photos/a.977432319013891/30665812134323
14/2type=3&theater

[4] Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie:
https://www.facebook.com/nlobooks/photos/a.169229369772792/3547138605315168/?typ
e=3&theater

[5] Andrei Voznesenskii Center:
https://www.facebook.com/voznesenskycenter/photos/a.217776748908413/589180335101
384/7type=3&theater

[6] Monologi vaginy: https://vk.com/vagina monologues

[7] Zhenshchiny — ne kukly: https://vk.com/wall97818883 2287

[8] Exhibition: https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=2499997173613512
[9] Website — Free Tsvetkova: https://www.freetsvet.net/

[10] Wonderzine: https://www.wonderzine.com/wonderzine/beauty/beauty-shoots/247945-
my-body-is-not-a-crime?utm_campaign=editorial-
widgets&utm medium=village&utm_source=newandbest

[11] Marathon: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KjmlpzWi_cg

[12] Festival: https://fest-f-write.ru/program [This content has been removed.]

[13] Meduza: https://meduza.io/shapito/2020/06/29/amerikanskoe-i-britanskoe-posolstva-v-
moskve-vyvesili-Igbt-flagi-i-eto-ta-a-ak-vozmutilo-rossiyskie-smi-aktivistov-i-politologov
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